. 193. Archbishop Roger Mahoney, "Called by |
‘God to Help” (2006)

Source: Roger Mahoney: “Called by God to Help,” The New York Times, -
March 22, 2006. Copyright © 2008, The New York Times. Reprinted by
permission.

- Theinflux of immigrants‘jﬁmceede’d'épac'e during the first years of the -
twenty-first century. Alongside legal immigrants, undocumented new- - '

" comers made their way to the United States, mostly from Mexico. At the end’
of 2005, it was estimated, there were 11 million illegal aliens in the United
States. With many Americans convinced that the United States had lost

" control of its borders and that immigration was in part responsible for the . - o

‘stagnation of real wages, the House of Representatives approved a bili mak-
ing it a felony to be in the country illegally and a crime to offer aid to illegal .
© - immigrants. The response was ulterly unexpected—a series of massive
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popular demonstrations by immigrants, legal and illegal, and their support-
ers, demanding the right to remain in the country as citizens.

At the same time, church groups used to sheltering and feeding the des-
titute denounced the proposed bill as akin to the Fugitive Siave Law of
1850 for making it a crime to help a suffering human being and vowed to
" resistit. One eloquent staterent of this position came from Roger
' 'Mahoncy the Roman Catholic archbishop of Los Angeles, a city with one

- of the highest proportions of immigrants, legal and undocumented, inthe -1

' country. In 2006, Congress failed to agree on any immigration Jegislation,
except for a law authorizing the construction of a fence along hundreds of
miles of the border between the United States and Mexico.

I'vE RECEIVED a lot of criticism for stating last month that Twould - -

instruct the priests of my archdiocese to discbey a proposed law that
“would subject them, as well as other church and humanitarian work-
. ers, to criminal penalties. The proposed Border Protection, Antiter-

rorism and Illegal Immigration Control bill, which was approved by
* the House of Representatives in December and is expected to be taken
" up by the Senate next week, would amon g other things subject to five

years in prison anyone who “assists” an undocumented immigrant
~ “to remain in the United States.”
- Some supporters of the bill have even accused the church of
encouraging illegal immigration and meddling in politics. But I
stand by my statement. Part of the mission of the Roman Catholic
“Churchis to help people in need. It is our Gospe! mandate, in which
‘Christ instructs us to clothe the naked, feed the poor and welcome

the stranger. Indeed, the Catholic Church, through Catholic Chari-
" ties agencies around the country, is one of the largest nonprofit pro-

viders of social services in the nation, serving both citizens and
immigrants.

- Providing humanitarian assistance to those in need should not
- be made a crime, as the House bill decrees. As written, the proposed
law is so broad that it would criminalize even minor acts of mercy
- Tike offering a meal or administering first aid.
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Current law does not require social service agencies to obtain
evidence of legal status before rendering aid, nor shouid it. Denying

~aid to a fellow human being violates a law with a higher authority

than Congress—the law of God.
That does not mean that the Catholic Church encourages or sup-
ports illegal immigration. Every day in our parishes, social service

‘programs, hospitals and schools, we witness the haleful conse-
~‘quences of illegal immigration. Families are separated, workers are
exploited and migrants are left by smugglers to die in the desert.
- lllegal immigration serves neither the migrant nor the common

good.

What the church supports is an overhaul of the immigration sys-
tem so that legal status and legal channels for migration replace
illegal status and illegal immigration. Creating legal structures for
migraticn protects not only those who migrate but also our nation,
by giving the government the ability to better identify who is in the
country as well as to control who entersit.

Only comprehensive reform of the immigration system, embod-
fed in the principles of another proposal in Congress, the Secure
America and Orderly Immigration bill, will help solve our current
immigration crisis.

Enforcement-only proposals like the Border Protection act take
the country in the opposite direction. Increasing penalties, build-
ing more detention centers and erecting walls along our border
with Mexico, as the act provides, will not solve the problem.

The legislation will not deter migrants who are desperate to sur-
vive and support their families from secking jobs in the United
States. It will only drive them further into the shadows, encourage
the creation of more elaborate smuggling networks and cause hard-

~ ship and suffering. T hope that the Senate will not take the same

enforcement-only road as the House.

The unspoken truth of the immigration debate is that at the same
time our nation benefits economically from the presence of undoc-
umented workers, we turn a blind eye when they are exploited by
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employers. They work in industries that are vital to our economy .
yet they have little legal protection and no opportunity to contrib- _' :
ute fully to our nation. -
While we gladly accept their taxes and sweal, we do not acknowl-
edge or uphold their basic labor rights. At the same time, we scape- -
goat them for our social ills and label them as sec urity threats and
criminals to justify the passage of anti-immigrant bills. S
This situation affects the dignity of milliens of our fellow human .
beings and makes immigration, ultimately,a moral and ethical issue.
That is why the church is compelied to take a stand against harmful
legislation and to work toward positive change. o
It is my hope that our elected officials will understand this and | _
enact immigration reform that respects our commen humanity
and reflects the values—fairness, compassion and opportunity-— .
upon which our nation, a nation of Immigrants, was built. . '

- ‘Questions

1. Why does Archbishop Mahoney believe that he has.a right to dis_o_bey : .
* the proposed law? L

2. How does he believe the question of immigration should be addressed?




